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Socially Responsible Sourcing: 
Reviewing the Literature and its Use of Theory 
 
Abstract 
Purpose:  To determine the state-of-the-art in Socially Responsible Sourcing (SRS) research, 
leading to an agenda for further work; and, to evaluate the use of theory in this context. SRS 
is defined as the upstream social issues within the sustainability literature, where social issues 
include human rights, community development and ethical issues but exclude environmental 
concerns. 
Design/methodology/approach: A systematic literature review of 157 papers that include 
SRS published in ABS listed journals. The papers have been analysed according to their 
research content, with a particular focus on the use of pre-existing theories. 
Findings: Key findings for researchers and managers alike include an analytical discussion 
of strategies developed to date to embed SRS in an organisation; and key research gaps 
include a particular need to consider the supplier perspective in developing countries.  In 
terms of the use of theory, a typology is proposed, which (in ascending order of 
effectiveness) is as follows: theory dressing, theory matching, theory suggesting/explaining 
and theory expansion. 
Research limitations/implications: The review is limited to papers published in the ABS 
list; and the analysis of the use of theory is limited to the SRS literature. The findings suggest 
that insightful papers can be written without any use of theory but that as a field develops, a 
greater depth of application of theory is needed to aid understanding. 
Originality/value: This is the only review that focuses exclusively on SRS, excluding 
environmental issues, thus allowing for a greater depth of discussion on social issues; and is 
unique in its detailed critical analysis of the use of theory. 
 
Paper Type:   Literature Review 
Keywords:  Socially Responsible Sourcing; Sustainable Sourcing; Sustainable Supply 






Socially responsible sourcing (SRS), which focuses on the upstream management of the 
supply chain, is an important aspect of the broader Sustainable Supply Chain Management 
(SSCM) agenda. The latter has been defined by authors like Carter & Rogers (2008) to 
incorporate three components: social, environmental and economic performance. Thus they 
build on the triple bottom line (TBL) concept of people, planet and profit (Elkington, 1998) 
that suggests it is not enough for a company simply to be profitable. To flourish, it must also 
be responsible for the social wellbeing of employees, the wider community, and the natural 
environment. Carter & Easton (2011) argued for the need to study all three dimensions of 
sustainability simultaneously. Although this is important, it is also necessary to gain a deeper 
understanding of some particular aspects of the sustainability agenda, particularly as this 
pertains to social issues in the context of SRS. Previous research has tended to focus on the 
environmental side, and while this remains an ongoing research field, the social side of 
sustainability is a growing topic area within the sourcing literature. Ergo, this paper seeks to 
review the literature that has included SRS to, primarily, identify the key research themes, 
thereby providing a timely summary for researchers and managers alike, and the research 
gaps that need to be addressed in the future. It also seeks to discuss whether effective use of 
theories is made in the existing literature, and whether, for example, authors are selecting 
theories appropriately from the plethora of theories available. 
The vital importance of companies being aware of the social practices of their supply 
chain partners is clear, given the adverse publicity and lasting damage to both the brand and 
its trading revenues that can be caused when business practices considered to be unethical 
emerge in the media. This has been evidenced, for example, in the UK-based cases of 
Primark in 2008 and British Home Stores (BHS) in 2012, where the use of child labour by 
Indian suppliers was alleged; and the more recent tragedies with many workers either killed 
or injured in Bangladeshi factories supplying garments to Wal-Mart, Sears and Inditex in 
2013. In each case, the long term damage to the brand of social malpractice is likely to have a 
wider, more damaging effect than just the initial ‘bad press’ news stories. Although the 
importance of being aware of social practices amongst supply chain partners is hard to 
dispute, there are many intrinsic challenges to incorporating social concerns into sourcing 
decisions. These have been highlighted by several authors and include difficulties in 
detecting and ensuring the implementation of desirable codes of practice, such as appropriate 
working conditions for employees (e.g., Jiang, 2009a & 2009b). Thus, SRS is a challenging 
issue for many organisations and their suppliers, and not surprisingly an area of growing 
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interest for academics, particularly given that relatively little is known about the social issues 
in the context of supply chain management (Hoejmose et al., 2013). 
Given that others have argued for the need for organisations and researchers alike to 
address these social issues at the same time as considering the environmental and economic 
issues, it is important to further justify here the reasons for focusing this paper on the social 
issues alone.  This justification is threefold.  Firstly, whilst it is acknowledged that the three 
pillars of the TBL are connected and complementary, and naturally have some common 
drivers and barriers (Pagell & Wu, 2009, Walker & Jones, 2012), it is also argued here that 
there are some issues that are more relevant in certain contexts, e.g. social issues are more 
important in labour intensive sectors. Secondly, there are certain characteristics that are 
specific to the social agenda: like the difficulty of gauging the performance of firms regarding 
SRS because of the less transparent and visible nature of the results; or how the complex 
nature of social issues makes the implementation of changes harder in developing country 
suppliers, for example, because eliminating child labour in a regulated industry might shift 
this problem to an unregulated and more hazardous industry. Thirdly, authors such as Seuring 
& Muller (2008) in their review of the SSCM literature pointed out that there is a deficit in 
studies focusing particularly on the social dimension of sustainability and argue for further 
research here. More recently research is emerging to fulfil this gap, including two papers 
which have explicitly focused on the social aspect of SSCM - Ehrgott et al. (2011) and 
Klassen & Vereecke (2012). In the former paper, Ehrgott et al. (2011) used survey data from 
purchasing managers of U.S. and German corporations to test empirically how pressures from 
key stakeholders (customers, the government, and employees) determine the extent to which 
firms consider social aspects in the selection of emerging economy suppliers. Their findings 
suggest that middle-level supply managers play a major role in socially sustainable supplier 
selection, and that strong positive links exist between that selection and the investigated 
outcomes. In addition, Klassen & Vereecke (2012) studied links between social management 
capabilities and: social responsibility, risk, opportunity, and performance; and combined their 
case data with earlier literature to propose an integrative framework that informs a manager’s 
approach to social issues in the supply chain. Therefore, it is argued that this paper provides a 
timely review of the SRS literature, which aims primarily to assist researchers, but will also 
inform practitioners of the areas to which they can look to academic research for insights, and 
the areas which are currently lacking. Both audiences are argued to be of importance given 
that the managerial implications of social failures are profound. 
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While comprehensive literature reviews on the environmental dimension of sustainable 
sourcing exist e.g. Sarkis et. al. (2011) and Zsidisin & Siferd (2001), an equivalent review on 
the social dimension of sourcing only is not currently available. More recent reviews that 
have addressed the social issues involved in sourcing are broader as they include both the 
social and environmental dimensions (e.g. Carter & Rogers, 2008; Seuring & Muller, 2008; 
Carter & Easton, 2011; Hoejmose & Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Gimenez & Tachizawa, 2012; 
Winter & Knemeyer, 2013). Thus, all previous reviews lack sufficient insights into the 
specifics of SRS, given the inevitable space limitations of an academic paper. In addition, 
none of the previous reviews considered the appropriate use of theory within this research 
field. Although Carter & Easton (2011) listed the most commonly used theoretical lenses and 
briefly discussed the past and potential future use of theory in SSCM, they did not consider 
how these theoretical lenses have helped us to understand the SRS phenomenon to date. 
Therefore, there is a research gap to systematically review our current understanding of SRS, 
including a detailed discussion of how theoretical lenses have been used in this context, 
leading to conclusions on how theory can be used effectively in future research. This paper 
thus seeks to fill this gap by addressing the following research questions: 
RQ1:  How has research to date contributed to our understanding of the management of 
socially responsible sourcing (SRS), and what are the research gaps in this area? 
RQ2:  How have theoretical lenses been used in SRS research?  And how can theory be 
used effectively in future research? 
As discussed above, our study’s main contribution is towards greater academic 
understanding of SRS and the development of theory in this field, which can be summarised 
in three main steps with its relevance to managers highlighted in the second stage. First, peer 
reviewed articles from scholarly journals published between 1997 and 2013 have been 
classified according to their research content, with a particular focus on the use of theoretical 
lenses. This systematic exploration of the literature led to the identification of a more 
comprehensive list of issues that come under the social domain, as well as an assessment of 
the many terms that have been used in the literature to date. Second, a thematic analysis of 
the literature under five broad facets of SRS including strategy; organisational culture; risk 
management; transparency and performance has been carried out to determine the state-of-
the-art in SRS research. This serves as a source of reference for future researchers by 
providing an agenda for further work specific to the social issues, as well as providing a 
summary of the key research findings to date for managers in terms of the processes and 
implications of SRS. Third, a detailed discussion of how theoretical lenses have been used in 
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the context of SRS research is outlined, leading to suggestions on how theory can be most 
effectively applied. From this unique critical analysis of the use of theory in the SRS 
literature, the following novel typology in ascending order of effectiveness is proposed - 
theory dressing, theory matching, theory suggesting/explaining and theory expansion.   
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 describes the systematic 
literature review method used to select papers along with the structure of the analysis 
procedure for those papers. An overview of the reviewed literature is provided in Section 3, 
including definitions of the various terms used in the literature to describe the SRS 
phenomenon. Key research themes are then described in Section 4, with the papers classified 
by adapting a framework previously presented by Carter & Rogers (2008). In Section 5, the 




The systematic literature review methodology, as described by authors such as Tranfield et al. 
(2003) and Denyer & Tranfield (2009) has been used to construct a database of articles, 
which were evaluated in order to provide insight into our research questions. This systematic 
process of reviewing literature increases rigour by promoting replicability and reliability and 
by decreasing bias (Tranfield et al., 2003); but more importantly it makes the process 
transparent (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). In the following section we discuss the different 
stages that were followed while conducting the systematic literature review, as summarised in 
Figure 1 below. 
<Take in Figure 1> 
2.1 The Systematic Literature Review Protocol 
1. In the first stage of the review, a search was conducted in the abstract field of the 
ABI/INFORM database for the following combination of keywords: ‘Socially responsible’ 
and ‘Sourcing / Procurement / Purchasing’; ‘Ethical’ and ‘Sourcing / Procurement / 
Purchasing’; ‘Sustainable’ and ‘Sourcing / Procurement / Purchasing’; ‘Social 
responsibility / Corporate social responsibility / Triple bottom line’ and ‘Supply chain’; 
‘Social’ and ‘Supply chain’ and ‘Sustainability’. Only peer reviewed articles from 
scholarly journals published between 1997 till April 2013 were selected, resulting in a 
total of 631 relevant articles.  
2. In the second stage, the duplicated results were eliminated, reducing the total number of 
articles to 485. 
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3. According to Denyer & Tranfield (2009), in  a systematic review it is required to set pre-
specified relevance and quality selection criteria. Therefore, in the third stage the abstracts 
of these 485 articles were read carefully and only those articles that discussed the social 
dimension within socially responsible sourcing and published in journals that are part of 
the ABS Academic Journal Quality Guide 2010 were selected. A large number of articles 
dealing exclusively with environmental issues were excluded. However, broader literature 
which considers all three dimensions of the TBL are included as well as those that 
consider the social dimension alone. This procedure resulted in a short-list of 120 relevant 
articles. Two of the authors were involved in this stage, since the decisions regarding 
inclusion and exclusion remain relatively subjective and it should be done by more than 
one reviewer as suggested by Tranfield et al. (2003). 
4. In the fourth stage, the mechanical systematic literature review process was supplemented 
organically by including other papers that were cited in the articles identified during the 
third stage and judged to be relevant. This adjustment to the mechanical process is also 
supported by the literature as Denyer & Tranfield (2009) point out that the review protocol 
should not restrict the review and the output of the search should result in a comprehensive 
list of core contributions which will help address the research questions.   The organic 
addition of further papers thus sought to ensure that we included all papers relevant to our 
search and provided a further 37 papers, to bring the final total to 157. 
5. In the final stage these 157 articles were carefully examined in order to provide insight 
into our research questions of: (1) how the research to date has contributed to our 
understanding of the management of socially responsible sourcing, and what are the 
research gaps in this area; and (2) how have theoretical lenses been used in the field and 
how can theory be used effectively in the future. A Microsoft Excel database was created 
where the articles were classified into different headings and sub-headings for the purpose 
of analysing the trends and gaps, as described further below.  For example, Table 1 shows 
that the 157 papers are spread across many journals. It also shows that, from a 
chronological perspective, overall it is possible to identify a trend of increasing focus on 
socially responsible sourcing to complement a more consolidated interest in green 
purchasing.  





2.2 Structure of the Analysis and Classification of the Literature 
In the full paper analysis, the first step was to analyse the terminology adopted to refer to 
social issues relating to sourcing; and, the specific social issues covered in the literature. The 
findings from this are presented in Section 3, which seeks to clarify the terminology to be 
used in this paper. 
In order to reduce human error and bias during the analysis stage of the systematic 
literature review, Tranfield et. al. (2003) and Denyer & Tranfield (2009) recommend using 
data-extraction forms; which should include general information about the paper e.g. title, 
author, publication details etc. and other specific features such as methods and themes. In the 
second step of the full analysis of the papers, these recommendations were followed and a 
classification framework for the literature was then developed to identify the: 
 Research method employed; 
 Research context, e.g. in a developing or developed country; and industrial context;  
 Research topic, e.g. organisational culture or risk management; 
 Research perspective, e.g. buyer or supplier perspective; 
 Use of theory according to explanatory power. 
This framework was initially created by one author and validated by the other three, based on 
a sample of reviewed papers.  An overview of this analysis for all aspects, except the research 
topic, is given in Section 3, while the classification according to topic is presented in Section 
4. 
In terms of the classification framework, it is acknowledged that several different means 
of categorisation could have been used. The conceptual model proposed by Carter & Rogers 
(2008) was employed as a starting point as it is considered to be the most comprehensive 
model that incorporates all three TBL dimensions. No models that focus only on the social 
dimension have been identified in the prior literature. However, given the breadth of 
coverage of the Carter & Rogers (2008) model, it was not found to have the depth of 
categorisation that this review required. Thus it was necessary to add further sub-categories to 
the final classification framework employed here in order to cover all of the social issues 
encountered in the literature.  
The model by Carter & Rogers (2008) proposed that four facets are needed to support 
sustainability: strategy; organisational culture; risk management; and, transparency. The 
authors highlighted that these facets are not necessarily entirely mutually exclusive, and thus 
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some topics may fall under more than one heading. Using these four facets as a starting point, 
the following eight categories and sub-categories were used: 
 Strategy: (1)  
 Organisational culture: Integration of values into the decision-making process and ethical 
behaviour (2) 
 Risk management (3); 
 Transparency: Reporting (4); standards (5); codes of conduct (6); 
 Impact on performance (implicit in Carter & Rogers (2008)): Relationship between 
practices and performance (7); measures of sustainability (8). 
 
3. Overview of the Literature 
 
3.1 Defining Socially Responsible Sourcing (SRS) 
Social issues relating to sourcing in particular are referred to in different ways in the research 
literature, and sometimes the same terms are used with different meanings. The use of terms 
that specifically refer to the social dimension of sourcing is not common in the literature. 
Instead, most authors use terms with a broad scope that incorporate social issues alongside 
other sustainability dimensions. Table II presents the plethora of definitions that have arisen 
within the SSCM literature that include some or all aspects of social responsibility.  
<Take in Table II> 
The definition of ‘sustainable sourcing’ provided by Pagell et al. (2010) is the broadest 
one in scope, and includes all three dimensions of the TBL. According to the authors, 
sustainable sourcing refers to “managing all aspects of the upstream component of the supply 
chain to maximise triple bottom line performance”. Other terms and definitions in the table 
that refer to both social and environmental issues include: ‘sustainable supply management’ 
(Ageron et al., 2011; Koplin et al., 2007; Krause et al., 2009); ‘Purchasing Social 
Responsibility’ (PSR) (Carter & Jennings, 2004; Carter, 2004; Ciliberti et al., 2008b); 
‘ethical sourcing’ (Roberts, 2003); ‘Socially Responsible Buying’ (SRB) (Maignan et al., 
2002; Baden et al., 2009); and, ‘Socially and Environmentally Responsible Sourcing’ (SERP) 
(Hoejmose & Adrien-Kirby, 2012). Meanwhile, some of the terms identified focus on the 
social dimension of sourcing decisions: ‘Socially responsible buying / sourcing’ (SRB) (Park, 
2005); ‘socially responsible purchasing’ (Leire & Mont, 2010); ‘supplier socially responsible 
practices’ (Awaysheh & Klassen, 2010); and, ‘socially responsible supply management’ 
(Koplin et al., 2007).  
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In this paper, we restrict the remaining discussion to a hierarchy of three terms, unless the 
precise terminology used in previous research is relevant to the conclusions of the literature 
review. The three terms are as follows: 
a. Sustainable SCM (SSCM) – the broadest term, as defined in the introduction; 
b. Sustainable Sourcing (SS) – all three TBL dimensions, upstream only; 
c. Socially Responsible Sourcing (SRS) – social dimension of the TBL, upstream only. 
 
Like the use of terminology, the coverage of social issues can also vary significantly, 
ranging from dealing specifically with one (or more than one) aspect of SRS, to a more 
general approach to the subject, i.e. referring to the social dimension as a whole. According 
to the classification proposed by Carter & Jennings (2002) and Carter (2004), the following 
categories of social issues can be identified: 
 Human Rights: labour conditions such as child and forced labour, discipline, working 
hours and freedom of association (e.g. van Tulder & Kolk, 2001; Winstanley et al., 2002; 
Kolk & van Tulder, 2004; Luken & Stares, 2005; Fukukawa & Teramoto, 2009; 
Awaysheh & Klassen, 2010; Isaksson et al., 2010; Robinson, 2010; Brammer & Walker, 
2011); 
 Safety: the provision by suppliers of safe working environments and regular health and 
safety employee training (e.g. Johnson, 2004; Welford & Frost, 2006; Hutchins & 
Sutherland, 2008; Krause et al., 2009; Bai & Sarkis, 2010; Leire & Mont, 2010); 
 Community: includes charitable initiatives, like auctioning or donating gifts received from 
suppliers, or economic development, such as the use of local suppliers (e.g. Maloni & 
Brown, 2006; Castka & Balzarova, 2008; Ciliberti et al., 2008a; Ciliberti et al., 2008b; 
Lim & Phillips, 2008; Walker & Preuss, 2008; Ketola, 2010; Pullman & Dillard, 2010; 
Tate et al., 2010); 
 Diversity: purchasing from minority/female-owned business enterprises (e.g. Maignan et 
al., 2002; Carter & Jennings, 2004; Ciliberti et al., 2008b; Brammer & Walker, 2011); 
 Ethics: ethical behaviour in sourcing decisions, including purchasing through the fair trade 
movement, which supports pricing strategies that allow suppliers to avoid poverty and 
sustain business longevity (e.g. Carter, 2000b; Kaptein, 2004; Maloni & Brown, 2006; 
Pretious & Love, 2006; Castka & Balzarova, 2008; Ciliberti et al., 2008b; Drake & 




In addition to the above categories (from Carter & Jennings, 2002; Carter, 2004), the 
following issues have also been identified in the reviewed literature:  
 Respect for local democratic institutions, which would arise when purchasing items from 
companies that are not acknowledged by established democratic institutions (Maignan et 
al., 2002); 
 Animal welfare concerns (Maloni & Brown, 2006; Pullman & Dillard, 2010); 
 Social impact on customers, such as through suppliers using unsafe paint on toys with 
consequences for the consumer (Klassen & Vereecke, 2012). 
 
It is argued here that all of these social issues are important in the context of SRS although, 
realistically, priority is likely to be given to one or two categories of issues in the early stages 
of an SRS initiative. Further research into the relative importance of the various issues could 
provide valuable insights for practising managers. 
 
3.2 Research Context, Perspective and Method in the Reviewed Papers  
Tables III and IV present an overview of the research methods, use of theory, research 
context and perspective used in the reviewed papers. Focusing initially on Table III, in terms 
of research method, it indicates that the number of purely theoretical contributions is limited 
to 30 papers. This category includes five literature reviews on SSCM by Seuring & Muller 
(2008a), Carter & Easton (2011), Gimenez & Tachizawa (2012), Hoejmose & Adrien-Kirby 
(2012), and Winter & Knemeyer (2013). Conceptual models are proposed in three of these 
reviews (Seuring & Muller, 2008a; Carter & Easton, 2011; Hoejmose & Adrien-Kirby, 
2012). However, as none of those reviews is exclusively focused on the social dimension, 
there seems to be a lack of solid theoretical background in the area. 
<Take in Table III> 
<Take in Table IV> 
Of the papers using an empirical research method, most (107) are based on primary data, 
mainly case study-based (58) or survey-based (37). Only 6 of the empirical studies used other 
methods, either: grounded theory, action research, a Delphi study or an ethnographic study. 
The use of multiple primary research methods (mixed methods) is extremely limited, having 
been identified in only 6 of the papers (Carter & Jennings, 2002a; Tencati et al., 2008; Baden 
et. al. (2009); Birkin et al. (2009); Lee & Kim 2009; Tsoi, 2010). Finally, 26 of the 157 
contributions analysed used secondary data to support their arguments, mainly based on 
content analysis. The types of secondary sources used often include corporate and supplier 
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codes of conduct and sustainability reports rather than interviews with suppliers in the supply 
chain. In 6 papers (Graafland, 2002; Kolk & van Tulder, 2002b; Leire & Mont, 2010; 
Winstanley et al., 2002; Panapanaan et al., 2003; Rimmington et al., 2006), both primary and 
secondary data were used. 
As shown in Table III, the use of theory is extremely limited and has been detected in 
only 24 papers. The adoption of theoretical lenses in the reviewed contributions will be 
discussed in detail in Section 5; however, there is scope for the application of more theory in 
this area. 
In terms of the research context, amongst the papers based on primary data, most studies 
have been conducted in the context of developed countries. Only a minority (21) have 
focused purely on developing economies. In terms of research perspective, most papers adopt 
(either explicitly or implicitly) a focus on buyers’ challenges and opportunities, while the 
supplier’s perspective has been taken into account in only 17 contributions. A multi-
stakeholder’s perspective, including analyses of dyadic relationships between buyers and 
suppliers, is even rarer having being identified in only 12 articles. Thus it is argued that there 
is a need for more research that considers the supplier’s perspective, particularly where that 
supplier is located in a developing country. 
Table IV further analyses the research context by classifying the reviewed papers 
according to the industrial context studied.  Out of the 107 empirical papers based on primary 
data, 47 have researched SRS policies and practices with a specific industry focus; while 22 
of them used a multi-industry design, again specifying the industrial context. The remaining 
empirical papers do not specify any particular industrial sector, but instead focus for example 
on SMEs (e.g. Pedersen, 2009), or on members of an industrial affiliation (e.g. Carter, 2004) 
and therefore it is not possible to include these papers in this part of the analysis. Within the 
69 papers that do specify the industrial context, the number of times firms from each type of 
industry have been researched (frequency) and, for each industry, the percentage that adopted 
a single industry focus compared to the percentage that used a multi-industry design, are also 
presented in Table IV. This analysis shows that the main emphasis of academic scrutiny has 
been in the apparel (e.g. Graafland, 2002, Kolk & Tulder, 2002, Jiang, 2009) and food sectors 
(e.g. Maloni & Brown, 2006, Lamberti & Lettieri, 2009, Pullman & Dillard, 2010); which is 
perhaps unsurprising given the generally labour intensive nature of these industries. Table IV 
also emphasises the previously discussed general trend for the majority of studies to have a 
developed country focus (69.5%), illustrating that this is the case across all the specific 
industries studied. In addition, the table illustrates that all the ‘pure’ service industries 
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including health-care, consultancy/IT services, and other miscellaneous services (e.g. tourism, 
catering, logistics, banking etc.) together only feature 16 times (13.5% given the overall 
frequency of 118) and surprisingly there is not a single study in the service sector which 
occurs in a developing country context. These gaps in the literature reflect a need to study the 
implications of SRS in the service sector especially with the mushrooming of business 
process outsourcing of services like call centres, software development and medical 
transcription in emerging markets such as India, China and the Philippines. These industries 
are generally thought to be slackly regulated, have long working hours and there is intense 
pressure on performance in terms of efficiency. Thus this sector provides a rich setting to 
investigate how Western firms which outsource services to developing countries are looking 
after the social needs of their supplier’s employees. 
This overview has given an indication of potential areas for future research on the basis of 
the number of papers taking a particular perspective; considering a particular type of country 
or industrial context or adopting a theoretical lens. However, this analysis now needs to be 
strengthened by considering whether this applies to all topics within the SRS area, or whether 
some topics have been explored in more detail than others. This is discussed in the next 
section. For readers who wish to identify all of the papers that consider developing countries, 
and include a supplier’s or a multi-stakeholder’s perspective, an Appendix is included. This 
lists all of the papers included in the review alphabetically and indicates the key aspects of 
their context and perspective, as well as the research topics covered. 
 
4. Socially Responsible Sourcing (SRS) Research Topics and Research Gaps 
A classification of the reviewed literature according to the 8 categories listed in Section 2.2 is 
summarised in Table V, with further details given in the Appendix. As shown in the table, 
most contributions fall into the areas of ‘Strategy’ and ‘Transparency’, while less populated 
areas include ‘Impact on Performance’ and ‘Organisational Culture’. ‘Risk Management’ is 
the least populated area, with only 8 contributions. Each of the areas analysed will be 
discussed in turn in the following subsections. In each subsection, we do not attempt to 
comprehensively discuss all of the papers included in the Appendix, but instead we focus on 
describing some of the key literature contributions and conclude by identifying gaps and 
suggesting potential future research areas. 






Carter & Rogers (2008) emphasised the importance of integrating an organisation’s 
sustainability strategy with its corporate strategy. Similarly, according to Andersen & 
Skjoett-Larsen (2009), practising Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in supply chains 
requires that CSR is embedded within the entire organisation. In particular, the importance of 
integrating internally and externally oriented strategies (such as the internal organisational 
culture with supplier partnership management) to manage CSR issues is emphasised by 
authors such as Holt (2004), Leire & Mont (2010) and Park-Poaps & Rees (2010).   
As well as ensuring that the overall sustainability strategy is embedded and integrated in 
an organisation, it seems equally important to be able to identify specific strategies in relation 
to SRS. Specific frameworks for classifying SRS strategies are provided by Maignan et al. 
(2002), Ciliberti et al. (2008a), and Winstanley et al. (2002). Firstly, Maignan et al. (2002) 
identified the following four approaches: Reactive (denying the relevance of any stakeholder 
issues to the organisation and any responsibilities); Defensive (implicitly acknowledging the 
existence of stakeholder issues, but not addressing them); Accommodative (addressing 
stakeholder issues as long as they do not impair organisational processes or negatively impact 
economic performance); and, Proactive (systematically anticipating, monitoring and 
addressing stakeholder issues). Maignan et al. (2002) described the benefits that adopting a 
proactive SRS strategy can have for an organisation in terms of reputation, marketing and the 
stimulation of innovation; although recognising that different strategies may be needed in 
different contexts. Other studies that also considered proactive strategies include: Harwood & 
Humby (2008) and Park-Poaps & Rees (2010). Secondly, Ciliberti et al. (2008a) identified 
two main strategies that can be used for transferring socially responsible behaviour across the 
supply chain: compliance with requirements; and, capacity building. The former approach 
consists of setting standards for suppliers and implementing strict monitoring programs to 
ensure compliance. The latter approach was also discussed by Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen 
(2009) and aims to build the supplier’s own abilities for handling SRS issues; for example, by 
promoting a socially responsible culture amongst suppliers. Thirdly, Winstanley et al. (2002) 
identified two possible corporate approaches to human rights, and, specifically to child labour 
in the supply chain: indifference (choosing not to act or act with reluctance in support of 
human rights), and involvement (actively taking steps to identify and monitor human rights 
issues upstream in the supply chain).  
Amongst the contributions that focused on SRS strategies, only a limited number 
addressed issues related to the implementation of such strategies. In particular, barriers and 
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challenges to the integration of social standards into sourcing decisions have only been 
marginally investigated. Examples of studies that do look at barriers and challenges include: 
Harwood & Humby (2008) and Carter & Jennings (2002).  The former identified three main 
types of barriers: ‘associated costs’ leading to a need to prioritise resources; ‘uncertainty’ 
over what social responsibility exactly entails; and ‘cultural and management issues’, 
including problems of ownership, inertia and cynicism. However, neither of the above studies 
considered the implementation of SRS strategies within a developing country, nor did they 
take a supplier perspective.  The same is true of the majority of papers discussed above that 
propose SRS strategies (with the exception of Winstanley et al., 2002)  and hence further 
research is needed that considers alternative contexts and perspectives both when 
implementing SRS strategies and developing new ones.  
 
4.2 Organisational Culture 
Organisational culture, which includes values and ethics, is a fundamental driver of SRS 
practices (Carter & Jennings, 2004; Svensson, 2009). In the current scenario of global 
outsourcing, stakeholder expectations have increased, thereby exerting external pressure on 
organisations to be ethical and causing sourcing managers to be held responsible not only for 
their own actions, but also those of their suppliers (Goebel et al., 2012). This relevance of 
organisational ethics and values, together with the fact that day-to-day decisions are 
essentially made internally by individuals, makes it important to address two themes: the 
alignment between organisational and individual values; and, the mechanisms through which 
values are incorporated into decision-making. Each of these two areas is discussed below.  
The co-existence of organisational and individual values in relation to social 
responsibility and the possible dichotomy between them has been discussed by authors such 
as Harwood & Humby (2008), Carter & Jennings (2002) and Park (2005). According to 
Harwood & Humby (2008), individual values and personal interests can give the socially 
responsible practices adopted by an organisation a particular focus in terms of the specific 
social issues addressed (e.g. a specific focus on labour conditions rather than safety-related 
issues). Carter & Jennings (2002) found that logistics managers, driven by their personal 
values and morals, can implement socially responsible practices even when the organisational 
culture acts as a barrier. The contribution by Park (2005) is one of few studies to look at the 
interactions between individual ethical beliefs and organisational signals that prompted a 
reaction in terms of their SRS practice. However, this research was conducted in a developed 
country context, and further research is needed in the context of developing countries; since it 
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has been argued that there is greater tendency and more scope for public officials in 
developing countries to behave unethically, especially to indulge in corruption (Ntayi et al., 
2013). There has also been comparatively few studies on ethical procurement practices in 
public sector organisations compared to the private sector and hence this is also another 
interesting area for future research as the organisational culture can be very different in this 
context (Walker & Brammer, 2009; Brammer & Walker, 2011; Preuss & Walker, 2011).  
If there is a general consensus on the relevance of organisational and individual values in 
driving and promoting socially responsible practices, the mechanisms through which values 
can be incorporated into actions and decision-making have been only marginally investigated. 
Amongst the reviewed contributions, only the studies by Pullman & Dillard (2010) and Wu 
& Pagell (2010) analysed how broad values translate into principles and rules that can in turn 
guide sourcing decisions. While the focus of Pullman & Dillard (2010) is on the 
organisational structures (i.e. rules and resources) that can enable and constrain actions, Wu 
& Pagell (2010) looked at how sustainability issues are integrated in supply chain decision-
making and how the trade-off between short-term profitability and long-term sustainability 
objectives is managed by decision-makers. Although the main focus of Wu & Pagell (2010) 
is on environmental issues, the study also included the social dimension of sustainability 
thereby suggesting the possibility to transfer conceptual tools from the environmental area 
into the social one. However, further research is required to understand whether the 
translation mechanisms are exactly the same in the two areas and what role values actually 
have in promoting effective SRS practices. A worthwhile avenue for further research might 
be the expansion of the recent organisational learning theory of absorptive capacity (as 
described by Zahra & George, 2002) to explain how effective organisational learning 
processes identify, disseminate and integrate relevant external and internal knowledge; and 
thus influence the implementation of SRS in increasingly turbulent business environments. 
 
4.3 Risk Management 
Risk Management is concerned with the awareness and potential control of risks within a 
company’s scope. Its importance within the context of SRS is highlighted by the authors 
included in this review. For example, according to Spekman & Davis (2004), a range of 
supply chain-related risks should be considered as endemic. In particular, six dimensions of 
supply chain-related risk that need to be managed were identified, including the ethical 
dimension. In addition, Carter & Rogers (2008) described the ability of an organisation to 
understand and manage its social risk in the supply chain as fundamental to its 
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competitiveness. Despite the relevance of this, the attention given to this topic is extremely 
scant. Only 8 of the reviewed papers focus explicitly on risk management issues (Table V ). 
As well as the importance of risk management in this context, two other themes emerge in the 
literature: the use of formal tools for SRS risk management and risk reporting. 
The contributions by Koplin et al. (2007) and Harwood & Humby (2008) are the only 
academic papers that have presented formal tools to incorporate risk management into the 
sourcing decision-making process. Based on the analysis of Volkswagen AG’s supply 
management system, Koplin et al. (2007) highlighted a need for detecting supply related 
ethical risks at an early stage. According to the authors, this could be achieved by 
implementing internal and external social issue screening procedures, with centralised 
information management systems. Harwood & Humby (2008) emphasised the importance of 
considering ‘cost risk’, in addition to cost, when making sourcing decisions by introducing 
the concept of ‘risk efficiency’, which could reduce the conflict between social responsibility 
and more traditional procurement measurement systems. Both of the above contributions are 
based on case study analysis, mostly in developed countries, and thus there is much scope for 
further research into this topic in other contexts, particularly including developing countries. 
In terms of risk reporting, Tate et al. (2010) described the potential usefulness of CSR 
reports to both focal organisations and stakeholders. Companies use such reports to reassure 
both internal and external parties that their social expectations are being met. Indeed, this also 
provides stakeholders with an understanding of the risks to which organisations are exposed, 
and how they manage such risks. The role of reporting risks will be further discussed in the 
following sub-section on transparency. 
Ultimately, social risk, like any other business risk, is a trade-off to be addressed by an 
organisation, and, in the light of recent brand equity disasters, should be addressed across the 
whole of the supply chain equally. The implications of cost versus risk are, seemingly, as 
important for social risk as they are for environmental risk – perhaps even more so as we are 
dealing with people’s lives here. Therefore, risk management in the context of SRS has never 
been more important. This leads to a need for further research in this area, specifically 
focussing on formal tools that can be adopted to incorporate risk management into the 
sourcing decision-making process. 
 
4.4 Transparency 
According to Carter & Rogers (2008), transparency refers not only to reporting to 
stakeholders, but actively engaging stakeholders and using their feedback to improve supply 
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chain processes. This should imply that economic, social and environmental issues are 
transparent and visible to partners and customers, and open to public scrutiny. But this is not 
always the case. In response to stakeholder pressure for responsible sourcing, firms have 
initially proposed three potential ways to achieve transparency: (1) by publishing annual 
CSR/sustainability reports (Tate et al., 2010); (2) by developing internal/CSR codes (Lee & 
Kim, 2009) and private supplier Codes of Conduct (CoC) (Gugler & Shi, 2009); (3) by 
resorting to other certification or standards (Ciliberti et al., 2009) to ‘endorse’ their company 
stance via third-party accreditation. Adherence to the codes or standards is usually made a 
requirement for securing orders, especially if they are situated in distant developing countries 
(Ehrgott et al., 2011). This has led to firms adopting various implementation processes (e.g. 
monitoring, auditing, collaboration) to ensure that their suppliers are complying with their 
CoCs or other external social standards. Therefore, we have divided the reviewed papers on 
transparency into three distinct areas of analysis - reporting, standards and codes of conduct 
(Table V). These three areas are discussed in turn below, followed by the problems associated 
with auditing and/or inspecting suppliers and the consequences for the careful 
implementation of CoCs. 
Firstly, in terms of reporting, the research has focused on the potential effectiveness of 
non-financial CSR/sustainability reports. For example, Belal (2002), after evaluating 13 
social reports published in 1999 by large UK firms, concluded that social reporting is used as 
a legitimisation device, and to manage stakeholders effectively, rather than necessarily to 
ensure sustainability. Thus reporting is not necessarily a successful means of achieving the 
transparency that stakeholders may demand and other means are needed. 
The implementation and effectiveness of social standards have been researched by 
authors such as Ciliberti et al. (2009). They studied the implementation of SA8000 – the 
global social accountability standard, encouraging firms to develop and maintain socially 
acceptable workplace practices in Italian SMEs. They found that standards facilitate 
coordination and increase transparency between immediate partners in a supply chain but not 
with second- or third-tier partners. Stigzelius & Mark-Herbert (2009) explored the motives, 
obstacles and opportunities of implementing SA8000 in Indian garment manufacturers 
demonstrating that there is a business case for higher legal and social compliance, as it may 
lead to decreased labour turnover and increased orders. In addition, Castka & Balzarova 
(2008) determined a set of theoretical propositions about the diffusion of the comparatively 
newer ISO26000 social standard (released in November 2010), but empirical research is 
needed to validate these propositions. Mueller et al. (2009) assessed four different standards 
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(ISO14001, SA8000, FSC and FLA) and concluded that all of the standards have some form 
of deficit; but, particularly ISO14001 and SA8000, which demonstrate low legitimacy among 
external stakeholders. Thus it can be concluded that, as yet, these standards are also not 
achieving SRS in the manner that was perhaps initially hoped and more research is needed.  
An increasing amount of attention in the literature has been given to the content and 
implementation process of company CoCs. Research in terms of the contents of CoCs 
includes: Sobczak (2003), Preuss (2009), and Kaptein (2004). For example, Preuss (2009) 
analysed the ethical sourcing codes adopted by FTSE100 companies and found that, at a 
macro level, CSR issues are covered extensively, but at a micro level there is a degree of 
selectivity in the issues being addressed. In terms of the implementation of CoCs, Jiang 
(2009a, 2009b) conducted an extensive study into Chinese suppliers, and discovered that 
even though code enforcement through buyer-to-supplier governance can minimise suppliers’ 
opportunistic behaviour (e.g. double book keeping); it only encourages suppliers to do ‘just 
enough’ to avoid being caught, thereby failing to increase sustainability in the long term. The 
latter research further revealed that a hierarchical governance model, and a shift from threat 
towards collaboration, leads to better compliance. Meanwhile, the effect of codes on the 
incidence of child labour has been dealt with thoroughly by the authors Kolk & van Tulder 
(2002a, 2002b, 2004), who argued pertinently that a stricter approach involving firing child 
workers or terminating relationships with suppliers that employ them does not change the 
underlying causes. Codes must be specific, strictly implemented, monitored and combined 
with alternative arrangements for under-age child workers. The cultural context of the host 
country should also be taken into account.  
There has been research exposing the limitations of the auditing and inspection process 
(Welford & Frost, 2006, Boyd et al., 2007, Kortelainen, 2008); and alternative solutions to 
increase transparency have also been proposed. For example, from a buyer’s perspective 
Mamic (2005) highlighted the role of training and education as effective catalysts for code 
development and implementation; Graafland (2002) demonstrated that a semi-independent 
auditing organisation increases transparency and reliability, when compared to a dependent or 
third party auditor; and Colwell et al. (2011) found that the relationship between ethical code 
enforcement and continued commitment is positively related. Dyadic relationships between 
developed country MNCs and developing country suppliers during code implementation have 
also been explored, but to a lesser extent. For example, Lim & Phillips (2008) presented case 
study analyses of four of Nike’s Korean and Taiwanese suppliers and found an ‘arms-length’ 
approach to implementing CoC to be ineffective; while Yu (2008) conducted an explanatory 
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study of the implementation of Reebok’s labour-related CoC at one of its major Chinese 
suppliers and found that the main barriers to implementing social sustainability were: the 
buyer’s intentions to reduce costs and maximise profitability; competition amongst suppliers 
(e.g. to reduce costs); and a lack of government enforcement of labour laws. Further research 
is needed to consider how to effectively overcome such barriers. 
In summary, future research can look for ways to determine and increase the level of 
transparency in these codes and standards, thereby reducing the transaction costs of 
implementation. In particular, it is important to further examine the extent to which CoCs and 
third party certifications developed in the West apply to developing country suppliers with 
different cultural and socio-economic values; and, how they can be effectively implemented. 
Previously, there have been a limited number of dyadic studies that have focused on this 
issue, and even fewer have adopted a multiple stakeholder perspective; where such stake-
holders can include NGOs, donor agencies, third party auditors, consultants, etc.  Many of 
these stakeholders are professional service providers and their role in promoting/ 
implementing socially responsible sourcing is an under-researched area.  Therefore additional 
research needs to be carried out to understand the various stakeholder/institutional pressures 
causing firms to be transparent (or not) while sourcing responsibly from developing country 
suppliers.  
 
4.5 Impact on Performance  
As indicated in Table V, the impact on performance is split into: the relationship between 
SRS and performance; and SRS metrics. The former has been discussed by a number of 
authors, including Maignan et al. (2002), Luken & Stares (2005) and Carter & Rogers (2008). 
In terms of the specific nature of the relationship between SRS and performance, only 
Maignan et al. (2002) has considered this in detail, describing advantages such as the 
stimulation of innovation and avoidance of negative publicity.  The other authors in this area 
have discussed whether SRS has a positive or negative impact on economic performance. 
Positive impacts suggested by authors such as Carter & Jennings (2002), Carter & Rogers 
(2008) and Carter & Easton (2011) include long-term improved economic performance and 
improved trust with stakeholders. However, according to Luken & Stares (2005), the business 
case for sustainability appears weaker in the social area than in the environmental one. This 
can be due to the fact that the benefits expected from social initiatives are mainly long-term 
and often intangible; this can make formalising the actual impact, in terms of economic 
results, more complex. According to Wittstruck & Teuteberg (2011), the financial success of 
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investments in sustainable initiatives is also relatively uncertain; this can make companies 
that are subject to significant cost pressures decide against such investments. Thus more 
research is needed into the benefits of SRS, and specifically into finding ways to achieve 
economic and social sustainability at the same time.  
The number of contributions that have adopted a supply chain perspective for measuring 
social sustainability is extremely limited (8; see Table V). For example, Ketola (2010) 
proposed five levels of holistic responsibility, according to the percentages of fair trade, fair 
production and fair sales, compared with the total values of purchases, production and net 
sales, respectively. Also, Hutchins & Sutherland (2008) proposed a method to evaluate the 
social sustainability of a company’s supply chain. This involves firstly obtaining a social 
sustainability measure by value-weighting four main indicators (labour equity, healthcare, 
safety, philanthropy). However, this clearly does not include all of the components of social 
issues, as identified in Section 3.1 above. More recently, Wang & Sarkis (2013) used a 
relatively large data set of publicly available data from US-based companies to investigate 
the financial benefits associated with individual and joint environmental and social SCM 
activities. Even though the authors did not find a direct relationship between social SCM 
practices and organizational financial performance, they found that integrated SSCM i.e. 
jointly including social and environmental SCM efforts is positively associated with 
corporate financial performance. This is a somewhat interesting finding, since jointly 
implementing both programs is usually more expensive than individual programs. An 
explanation for this might be that the general synergistic relationship between the programs 
leads to decreased incremental costs and a better understanding of the processes involved 
over time (Wang & Sarkis, 2013). 
In conclusion, our review has highlighted a need for further research in both of the 
directions identified in the literature. In relation to the first direction, further research is 
required that analyses and quantifies the economic impact of SRS practices. This would allow 
for a better understanding of the inter-dependencies between social and economic KPIs 
(Wittstruck & Teuteberg, 2011), and the extent to which there is a business case for social 
responsibility (Roberts, 2003). In relation to the second research stream, there is a need for 
further attempts to formalise supply chain social sustainability and develop indicators or 
scoring mechanisms that can complement organisational measures. There are also a number 
of dimensions identified in Section 3.1 that have not yet been included in the SRS 
performance metrics literature, such as diversity and social impacts in the community in 
which the firm operates. Future research needs to embrace performance metrics which 
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includes those affected outside of the immediate firm and members of the supply chain, for 
example, how these measures are influencing the standard of living of workers and their 
families. 
 
4.6 Summarising the Conclusions Regarding Research Question 1 
In terms of our current understanding of SRS, this literature review has shown that a clear 
understanding of its strategic relevance has been established, as has the need for greater 
transparency given the interest of many different stakeholders in the social responsibility area. 
However, in other areas contradictory conclusions have been reached, such as whether 
implementation of an SRS initiative will have a positive or negative impact on economic 
performance. Thus there are a number of areas of future research that were derived from the 
above discussion and the overview of the literature presented in Section 3, as summarised 
here:  
 In general: there is a clear lack of empirical studies with an explicit focus on developing 
economies from a supplier’s or, indeed, a multi-stakeholder’s perspective. More research 
needs to be conducted in the service sector, especially on the social implications of 
Western firms outsourcing services to developing countries. 
 Strategy: implementation of strategy has received the least attention, and needs to be 
further investigated, especially in developing economies. 
 Organisational Culture: more research is needed into the means of transferring values into 
mechanisms for decision-making, especially looking at whether the mechanisms being 
used for environmental issues can also be applied to the social dimension and how the 
absorptive capacity (as described by Zahra & George, 2002) of the focal firm and its 
suppliers affect implementation. 
 Transparency: further cross-national patterns of implementation of social standards need 
to be investigated, specifically the implementation of Western-based codes and 
certifications into developing country suppliers, characterised by differing cultural and 
socio-economic values; and the roles of multiple stakeholders including professional 
service providers, in this implementation process. 
 Risk Management: there is a need to develop formal tools that can be adopted to 
incorporate risk management into the SRS decision-making process.  
 Impact on Performance: further research is required that analyses and quantifies the 
economic impact of SRS practices, and formalises supply chain social sustainability by 
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developing appropriate performance metrics that reflect the social impacts on stakeholders 
beyond the immediate supply chain. 
In addition, our study earlier revealed that the use of theory in the papers analysed is 
extremely limited. This calls for further investigation into this specific area, as discussed in 
Section 5 of the paper below.  
 
5. Use of Theoretical Lenses in the Reviewed Articles 
There is an increasing tendency within the Operations Management (OM) community to 
include references to theories within research papers, often borrowed from other academic 
disciplines. However, the value of theory within OM research has been questioned by 
Schmenner et al. (2009), who argued that theory is sometimes used inappropriately and does 
not necessarily add to our understanding of the phenomenon being studied. Their 
controversial paper stands out given that the majority of authors call for more use of theory, 
without raising any such concerns. For example, Barratt et al. (2011), in the context of a 
review of qualitative case studies in OM, argued that the use of theory can lead to stronger 
conclusions in the form of a framework or set of propositions. Without a theory, they argued 
that papers are more likely to conclude with less valuable descriptive insights. Thus, it is 
implied that papers that make use of a formal theoretical lens are always better papers than 
those that do not. Given then that there are varying viewpoints on this topic between 
Schmenner et al. (2009) and authors such as Barratt et al. (2011), it is important to question 
the extent to which the use of one or more theoretical lenses adds to the strength of a paper’s 
findings. This section seeks to discuss the second research question outlined in Section 1 
regarding the effective use of theoretical lenses in the context of the SRS literature. 
Before beginning this discussion, it is essential to clarify that the focus is on the use of 
pre-existing theories that provide a theoretical lens for the research undertaken. Hence, papers 
which develop their own theory via propositions, etc are not included unless they make use of 
a pre-existing theory. The list of such theoretical lenses found in the SRS literature is given in 
Table VI, along with a complete list of the papers that refer to them. We include only papers 
that make explicit use of such theories, excluding papers that could be argued to make 
implied use. For example, Anderson & Skjoett-Larsen (2009) explored contingency factors, 
but did not explicitly mention contingency theory and thus are not included in Table VI or the 
discussion below. In Table VI, we focus on the main theories, but for completeness also list 
associated sub-theories that are also mentioned in their own right. For example, as well as the 
Resource Based View (RBV), we include the related ‘population ecology theory’ and the 
24 
 
‘resource dependency theory’, as explicitly referred to by Carter & Rogers (2008). For 
definitions of each of the theories, and seminal references, the reader is referred to the SRS 
references given in Table VI. 
<Take in Table VI> 
 
5.1 Classification of Theory Use within the Reviewed Papers 
The use of theory is classified into four types in the discussion that follows: 
 Theory dressing; 
 Theory matching, for validation purposes; 
 Theory suggesting and explanation, to develop propositions or hypotheses etc; 
 Theory expansion. 
Each of these types is defined and explained in turn below, using examples from the reviewed 
literature. 
The first and weakest use of theories observed is as ‘theory dressing’, which entails the 
simple mention of a theory without further expansion of its application to the research 
findings (Harwood & Humby, 2008; Ciliberti et al., 2008b). In the case of stakeholder theory, 
this could be argued to be justified given that it has been described as a cornerstone of the 
sustainability debate (Vurro et al., 2009). However, describing such research as ‘theory-
driven’ would be to over claim, as the simple mention of a theory in this way neither helps to 
build or test theory, nor to add concrete external validity to the research. Thus no explanatory 
power is added, and while this name dropping of theories does no harm, it appears to add 
nothing of substance to the research findings. 
The second use of theory found in the reviewed articles is classified here as ‘theory 
matching’. This use of theory adds external validity to the research findings as it illustrates 
that the findings reported in the research paper have features in common with pre-existing 
theories (Barratt et al. 2011). This use of theory adds research rigour, though it does not add 
explanatory power to the research findings. A good example of this is found in the paper by 
Pullman & Dillard (2010), who used structuration theory in the context of a study of 
sustainability in the beef supply chain. They described the theory in some detail, explaining 
that structures in the form of rules can provide “normative legitimacy (legitimation) and 
meaning (signification)”, while resources (domination) may include both human and material 
resources. These concepts were then translated into specific issues included in a framework 
developed in the paper to describe a value driven organisation. Thus, for example, 
legitimation is described in terms of the norms and values of the organisation, which include 
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family (cattle) ranching cultural values, economic sustainability and environmental 
conservation. Similarly, the rules for action included ‘graze well’ principles for the cattle 
ranches – a rule which all members of the organisation agreed to follow. This use of theory 
adds external validity to the arguments of the paper, as it demonstrates a high level of 
consistency between the findings of this study and an existing theory (Barratt et al., 2011). 
However, the use of theory by Pullman & Dillard (2010) does not add anything to our 
understanding of the SRS phenomenon. Instead greater understanding comes from the 
descriptive insights provided, which are extremely pertinent in themselves, providing rich 
insight into how practicing managers might achieve socially responsible practices in this 
context. 
The third use of theory is classified here as ‘theory suggesting and explanation’. In this 
case, the theory can be used in inductive research to suggest explanations for the results (e.g. 
Pagell et al., 2010); or more commonly, for deductive research. In the latter papers, the 
theoretical lens is a clear starting point for the research, thus the research is theory-driven, 
and informs the development of hypotheses, propositions, interview protocols and/or 
conceptual frameworks. An interesting and novel example of this is given by Boyd et al. 
(2007) who used procedural justice theory to develop a conceptual model to help supply 
chain managers implement ethical codes in their supply chains. In this case, no empirical data 
was collected to draw conclusions, but the paper presented a new understanding of 
sustainability issues and hence provided a good starting point for further research. Similarly, 
Carter & Rogers (2008) used elements of four theories (Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), 
RBV, population ecology & resource dependence theory) in an integrated manner to explain 
why all three aspects of the TBL may be essential to sustainability in the supply chain. Their 
approach to the inclusion of theory could be argued to be somewhat ‘pick n mix’ and 
consequently the arguments linking the theories to the propositions vary in their depth of 
discussion. For example, it can be argued that compared to the other three theories, Carter & 
Roger’s (2008) application of population ecology theory to suggest a future research 
proposition is somewhat shallow as it lacks sufficient explanation. Similarly, De Bakker & 
Nijhof (2002) take a 'pick n mix' approach by selecting both stakeholder theory and RBV in 
order to deductively present a framework for assessing organizational capabilities required to 
address and identify relevant stakeholder demands in terms of responsible chain management. 
The authors first turned to the wider stream of RBV literature, but in order to build their 
concept of organizational capabilities they focused only on the capability literature, which is 
a subset of RBV.  Here, their use of only a part of the RBV theoretical framework could have 
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implications for the application and results of the findings. In contrast, the paper by Pagell et 
al. (2010) showed that TCE and RBV respectively provide opposing short term and long term 
explanations of their findings, but by adding the stakeholder theory perspective they were 
able to strengthen the debate and offer a hybrid solution. Thus the extent to which the use of 
theory (either in a ‘pick n mix’ fashion or by using one or more complete theories) 
strengthens the debate can be variable, even within the same paper. For ‘theory suggesting 
and explanation’ to be effective use of theory, the link between the theory and the 
propositions/ hypotheses needs to be very clear and convincing, otherwise this use of theory 
should be classified as ‘theory dressing’.  
In addition to developing propositions and conceptual models, papers in this category may 
also be used to aid in the explanation of empirical research findings, and these are argued to 
be the strongest papers in this category. A good example is provided by Jiang (2009a), who 
made detailed use of TCE, referring to bounded rationality; opportunism and asset specificity 
in some detail, to develop and justify a conceptual model and a series of hypotheses to 
explain how governance relationships lead to supplier compliance with supplier CoCs 
imposed on them by the buying organisation. The model was then tested using structural 
equation modelling using data from both (i) suppliers that have been known to comply with 
CoCs and (ii) suppliers whose contracts have been terminated due to non-compliance. It 
concludes convincingly that ‘if buying firms are not part of the solution, they are part of the 
problem’. In other words, non-compliance is often caused by the buyers themselves who, for 
example, execute audits leaving suppliers with an unrealistic set of ‘problems’ to solve, 
offering no assistance in carrying out the improvements, no negotiation over realistic time 
frames, and so on. This is argued here to be one of the strongest papers included in this 
literature review. Effective use of the TCE theory is one reason for its strength; however, the 
paper is unusual in that it took a supplier perspective and it is this that makes it stand out, 
providing greater insights into the reasons for the failure of previous practices. This leads to 
much more practical and insightful implications for the buying firms. Thus it is noted that 
while the use of theory is a strong contribution to this paper, adding important explanatory 
power, this is not the only key strength. 
The fourth use of theory found in the SRS literature is classified here as ‘theory 
expansion’. It is argued that this is the strongest use of theory as it makes the most powerful 
contribution in aiding understanding of the SRS phenomenon; thereby enabling managerial 
implications to be derived by the use of a theoretical lens. Here, the theory may shape the 
design of the data collection or its relevance may have emerged after the data was collected. 
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Thus this use of theory may go alongside ‘theory suggesting and explanation’ or may be used 
independently. An excellent example of this use is presented by Mueller et al. (2009) who 
used legitimacy theory to investigate whether standards, such as SA8000 and FLA (Fair 
Labour Association), provide reassurance to customers. Five legitimacy criteria were used to 
assess each standard; for example, inclusivity and discourse were described as ways to 
include stakeholders in the development of a standard, thereby increasing confidence in its 
coverage of all appropriate criteria; control is the means by which the standard is 
implemented and includes issues of impartiality on the part of the assessors; and supply chain 
and transparency assesses the extent to which the standard includes all members of the 
supply chain and the level of transparency/visibility of the results. While the definition of 
legitimacy theory alone would not have added power to this discussion, it is suggested here 
that by considering a more precise definition of the theory for this context, in the form of the 
five criteria, the discussion is greatly strengthened. Clear conclusions were then drawn on 
how the use of these standards could be improved to increase customer confidence and hence 
enable the standards to be a better means of legitimising sustainable business practices in the 
supply chain. Similarly, Belal (2002) made powerful use of stakeholder theory by using it to 
consider the extent to which social audits meet the needs and expectations of stakeholders. 
He made a distinction between stakeholder management, whereby the firm simply aims to do 
sufficient to keep the customer loyal and hence to prevent adverse effects on profitability; and 
stakeholder accountability, whereby the firm is committed to the values of the stakeholder 
and feels a deeper responsibility for sustainability issues. The author concluded that current 
auditing methods tend to focus on stakeholder management and that there is much progress 
needed to move towards full accountability. Vurro et al. (2009) made similarly strong use of 
stakeholder theory by extending stakeholder network theory to inform their discussion to 
explain the type of sustainable supply chain governance models that are used by 
organisations. 
 
5.2 Choosing an Appropriate Theory and Justifying that Choice 
Having argued that the most powerful use of a theoretical lens adds explanatory power and 
leads to important managerial conclusions, a note of caution is now needed. This arises 
because the choice of theory can make a difference to the conclusions drawn. This point 
comes out strongly in the paper by Pagell et al. (2010), which demonstrates that the RBV and 
TCE can provide conflicting explanations. By adding in stakeholder theory, Pagell et al. 
(2010) were able to reconcile their otherwise opposing conclusions. Thus the use of multiple 
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theories assisted the debate leading to convincing conclusions overall on the evolving use of 
purchasing portfolios. This suggests an inherent danger when selecting theories, i.e. that 
using one theory alone may introduce bias to the conclusions. This suggests the need to 
experiment with different theories, and indeed several authors have argued for the use of 
more than one theoretical lens (Carter & Easton, 2011; Barratt et al. 2011). While this may be 
desirable, it is not always realistic within the context of a single paper. A key point here is 
that understanding theories can itself be a very complex task, and so the decision of some 
authors to develop in-depth expertise in one theory alone is acknowledged to be a good way 
to make a significant contribution to the literature. The key is to ensure that we recognise that 
a conclusion using a theory does not necessarily uncover ‘truth’ as such, it just provides one 
way of looking at the issues and hence one interpretation for managerial implications. This 
fits with the interpretivist research philosophy most appropriate to the qualitative end of the 
OM discipline. Thus it is concluded here that the particular choice of theories to use, or 
indeed the use of a ‘pick n mix’ approach, to add explanatory power should be acknowledged 
to be a limitation of scope of the paper. Further research will be needed to explore the 
sustainability phenomenon from alternative theoretical lenses, and this may further add to the 
existing findings, or indeed bring the existing findings into question. As all research has 
limitations, this is argued to be a justifiable limitation. 
It is also important to consider how authors justify the choice of theory to use, and it noted 
that authors tend not to give detailed explanations for the choice of theories used, other than 
to simply state that the most relevant theories have been selected. For example, Carter & 
Rogers (2008) claimed they chose four theories, as listed in Table VI that include the RBV 
and TCE, which give a unique yet complementary perspective; while Pagell et al. (2010) 
showed that RBV and TCE provide a conflicting perspective, as discussed above. In the latter 
paper, the reasons for choosing these two theories and then further adding stakeholder theory 
were not clearly stated. Given the lack of justification, investigation of a link between the 
topics studied and the theories chosen was undertaken, as shown in Table VI. However, it 
was concluded that this research field is too much in its infancy for any conclusions to be 
drawn from this analysis given that a variety of topics were often considered using the same 
theory. For example Belal (2002) and Ciliberti et al. (2008b) used stakeholder theory to focus 
on transparency issues only; while Pagell et al. (2010) and Vurro et al. (2009) were 
concerned with the nature of supply chain relationships, with both considering the 
relationships between a buyer and a supplier. Also, while it can be seen in Table VI that some 
theories are more popular than others, thus far this may be spurious rather than justifiable. It 
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is thus concluded that so far, there is a lack of connection between the choice of topic and the 
choice of theory, and that authors do not tend to provide a clear explanation for the choice of 
theory, raising the question of whether some such justification should be offered in future 
research publications. This question is addressed in the concluding remarks to this section 
below. 
 
5.3 Summarising the Conclusions Regarding Research Question 2 
In conclusion, the first use of theory – theory dressing – is not a recommended use given that 
it appears not to add significantly to our understanding of the SRS phenomenon. The second 
use – theory matching – is a legitimate use for the justification of research rigour and thus 
aids in convincing the reader of the legitimacy of the conclusions, but again does not add 
much explanatory power in its own right. The third use – theory suggesting and explanation – 
makes a stronger contribution as this: enables deductive research to be theory-driven, and 
hence can have a strong influence on the research findings and their interpretation; and/or 
contributes by strengthening the explanatory power associated with the research findings in 
inductive research. However, the most powerful means of contributing to our understanding 
of the SRS phenomenon is when theory is used in the fourth way identified above – theory 
expansion. That is when the theory itself is applied in a detailed manner, leading to new 
understanding of the phenomenon being studied and also to an expansion of the theory itself 
in the context of SRS.   Figure 2 summarises these conclusions, showing that the depth of 
understanding of SRS increases as the depth of use of theory also increases. 
<Take in Figure 2> 
Thus, in line with Schmenner et al. (2009), it is argued that theory is used most powerfully 
when it adds understanding to the phenomenon being studied. However, this discussion goes 
beyond that presented by Schmenner et al. (2009) as it provides a deeper understanding of 
how theory has been used effectively in research papers. It is also suggested here that when a 
topic is in its infancy, and much exploratory research is being undertaken, theory is not 
needed to justify a research publication as it is not essential to bring a contribution to our 
knowledge of an area. There are many examples of excellent papers that do not refer to a 
specific theoretical lens but which do make a significant contribution to our understanding of 
SRS (e.g. Maignon et al., 2002). However, as a research area becomes established, it is 
argued that an increasing number of theoretical lenses should emerge in the literature, each in 
turn adding to our depth of understanding. The justification for the choice of theoretical lens, 
or indeed a ‘pick n mix’ approach to this choice, then can simply be that it has not been used 
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before in a particular research context, and the justification for not using a theoretical lens at 
all can be simply that there is still much to be gained from descriptive insights derived 
through the undertaking of rigorous exploratory empirical research. In such cases, external 
validity must be found from other means than ‘theory matching’, such as through replication 
logic in multiple case studies (Voss, 2009). Where theory is used, researchers should ensure 
that it does not simply serve to reduce a set of rich findings to a series of platitudes, but that 
instead it brings real understanding that can lead to managerial implications of interest to 
practising managers. Within a discipline as practical as OM, it is argued here that all research 
should ultimately aim at informing managers and the education of future managers, and that 
hence theory is only useful if it takes us in this direction. 
 
6. Conclusion 
This review identified 157 articles that address Socially Responsible Sourcing (SRS), either 
as the main focus of the research or as part of an investigation into the broader TBL concept.  
It has identified the many different definitions used in the area in Table II and summarised 
the key components of socially responsible practice, from child labour through to respect for 
local democracies, through to animal welfare. In terms of definitions, a hierarchy of three 
terms have been proposed, with the key term used here, SRS, referring to the upstream supply 
chain and social issues only; while ‘Sustainable Sourcing’ incorporates environmental issues; 
and ‘Sustainable SCM’ also adds the downstream supply chain. 
The 157 papers were classified according to their research perspective, context and 
method in Table III and into 8 research topic areas in Table V, with further details on key 
aspects of the studies provided in the Appendix. In answer to the first research question, the 
analysis indicates that much understanding has been gained into the strategic importance of 
SRS and the need for transparency; but much research is needed to understand how the latter 
can really be achieved in practice. This includes the need for proactive SRS strategies; more 
formal means of measuring sustainability; a better understanding of risk management in the 
context of SRS; more effective use of codes of conduct and sustainability standards; and 
further research into the inter-play between organisational culture and individual beliefs and 
values.  All of the further research issues are particularly needed in the context of developing 
countries and from a supplier perspective, as the focus of research to date has tended to be 
from a buyer’s perspective, where that buyer is located in a developed nation. 
In terms of the use of theory, this review concludes that, in the existing SRS literature, a 
deeper application of theory has led to a deeper understanding of the sustainability 
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phenomenon, as summarised in the typology presented in Figure 2. However, it is also 
concluded that theory is not an essential element of an insightful research paper, especially 
when a research topic is in its infancy. On the contrary, early exploratory empirical research 
can make a significant contribution, even if it is not theory-driven.  
In summary, the contribution of this paper is to present a state-of-the-art literature review 
of SRS integrating the whole range of issues in the area. By conducting the first systematic 
literature review which focuses on SRS, our research serves as a good foundation for future 
researchers to develop the field further. The research gaps identified are specific to the 
management of social issues in upstream suppliers, enabling researchers in the OM & SCM 
field to contribute more relevant and in-depth studies of this increasingly important 
management concern. From our critical and detailed analysis of the use of theory, it is 
proposed that an increased effective use of theory is needed as the field becomes more 
developed; and that at a minimum theory matching should be used to justify research rigour, 
while ideally theory suggesting/explaining and/or theory expansion should be used to aid in 
our understanding of the phenomenon being studied.  However, it is acknowledged that these 
conclusions are drawn by looking at the SRS literature alone, and further analysis using 
different bodies of literature is needed in order to confidently generalise these findings to 
other fields of research. 
Lastly, even though this paper’s main focus is towards an academic and theoretical 
understanding of the SRS phenomena, the study has important managerial implications. Our 
thematic analysis can aid practitioners in understanding SRS from a wider perspective and 
the empirical studies referred to may help them gain insight into real-life opportunities, 
constraints and solutions.  In particular, it highlights and summarises the key research 
findings to date including those listed below, and the appendix provides details of where 
papers on specific topics can be found for those who wish to read further: 
 Strategies to ensure that SRS is embedded and integrated into their organisation; as well 
as some of the barriers and challenges that may be encountered when implementing 
these strategies; 
 The importance of organisational and individual values in determining the SRS culture 
and practices, along with successful mechanisms used to date to ensure alignment 
between the two; 
 Identification of formal tools to assess SRS risks; 
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 The relative ineffectiveness of reporting as a transparency tool when compared to 
standards and codes of conduct, though the latter also have many inherent problems and 
issues to overcome; 
 Early insights into the effect of SRS on financial performance and the tools that have 
been proposed to date to effectively measure SRS attainment. 
Given that the review also shows that much of this research is in its infancy, it will also 
prevent managers from looking for research that has yet to be completed, and instead to apply 
pressure to the relevant bodies to support this important future research agenda. 
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